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Fullman is big on strings 
> BY ALEXANDER VARTY 
A
rtists often go to great lengths to make an 
impact, but few take that as literally as Seattle 
resident Ellen Fullman. Her Long Stringed 
Instrument spans 16 metres from end to end 
and encompasses an array of 100 strings, tuned to a se-
ries of mathematically determined pitches. As much a 
sculptural installation as a device for generating sound, 
it makes a massive statement with its mere presence— 
and its sonic impact is just as huge. 
In skilled hands, synthesizers might be able to ap-
proach the complexity of the LSI's sound, which starts 
with thunderous fundamentals and rises all the way to 
clouds of shimmering overtones—a metaphorical de-
scription that echoes Fullman's own view of her art. At 
heart, she explains in a telephone interview from Wash-
ington state, she hopes to make music that is as elemen-
tal as the weather. 
"It's really kind of spellbinding when it works," she 
says. "It happened at a recent Open Space concert when 
I was performing solo. The entire audience gasped, you 
know. It was like everyone was going there with me on a 
multidimensional level." 
Although self-taught as a musician, the Memphis-
born former art student bases her work in an ardent and 
ongoing exploration of the physics of sound; she says 
there's a lot of math involved in what she does. Yet, as 
befits a performer who has been profoundly influenced 
by the blues greats she was privileged to hear in her 
youth, when it comes time to perform, the clinical air of 
the laboratory gives way to a landscape of sensual plea-
sures and heightened emotion. 
"I'm not trying to make something intentionally 
heart-wrenching," she comments, "It's just that when I 
find something really interesting it always has some sort 
of emotional resonance." 
Her music holds other resonances, too. While the 
design of the LSI reflects Fullman's intellectual inter-
est in different pitch relationships, playing it is very 
much a tactile experience. Before performing, Full-
man coats her fingers with powdered rosin. Then, 
using her hands as a violinist might use a bow, she 
slides them along her instrument's length, sometimes 
drawing a single drone out of a single wire, elsewhere 
eliciting complex, ever-shifting chords from multiple 
strings. In addition to giving her split-second, hands-
on control over the LSI's sound, this technique turns 
each performance into what looks very much like a 
walking meditation. 
"I move at a tai chi-like pace, but that's not for stylis-
tic reasons," she says. "Basically, I move at the speed that 
lets the strings speak most clearly. 
"It's kind of a gliding back and forth," she adds. "After 
all these years of doing it, it looks like I'm floating along 
on wheels or something. It's weird." 
Interested parties can view this phenomenon—and 
hear Fullman's beautiful, if utterly unconventional, 
music—at the Western Front on Friday (November 18). 
Also on the bill will be a work that Tokyo-based, Cana-
dian-born composer Brett Larner has scored for seven 
guitars, and a Larner/Fullman collaboration for three 
kotos and the LSI. 
Even Fullman finds it difficult to explain how that 
piece will play out; apparently the Japanese zithers need 
to be pitched to three similar but not identical tunings. 
It's safe to say, however, that it'll sound like nothing 
we've heard before. ^ 
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Ellen Fullman plays a 16-metre-long stringed instrument 
with tones that are part mathematics, part emotion. 
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